M TORAH

STUDIES

The Real Meaning of 7zedakah
Why Giving Shouldn't Feel Like Earning



PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Re’eh

“See,” says Moses to the people
of Israel, “I place before you
today a blessing and a curse”"—
the blessing that will come when
they fulfill G-d's commandments
and the curse if they abandon
them. These should be
proclaimed on Mount Gerizim
and Mount Ebal when the
people cross over into the Holy
Land.

A Temple should be established
in “the place that G-d will
choose to make His name,”
where the people should bring
their sacrifices to Him: It is
forbidden to make offerings to
G-d in any other place. It is
permitted to slaughter animals
elsewhere, not as sacrifices but

to eat their meat; the blood
(which, in the Temple, is poured
upon the altar), however, may
not be eaten.

A false prophet or one who
entices others to worship idols
should be put to death; an
idolatrous city must be
destroyed. The identifying signs
for kosher animals and fish and
the list of nonkosher birds (first
given in Leviticus 11) are
repeated.

A tenth of all produce is to be
eaten in Jerusalem or else
exchanged for money, with
which food is purchased and
eaten there. In certain years, this
tithe is given to the poor
instead. Firstborn cattle and

sheep are to be offered in the
Temple and their meat eaten by
the Kohanim (priests).

The mitzvah of charity obligates
a Jew to aid a fellow in need with
a gift or loan. On the sabbatical
year (occurring every seventh
year) all loans are to be forgiven.
All indentured servants are to be
set free after six years of service.

Our parshah concludes with the
laws of the three pilgrimage
festivals—Passover, Shavuot,
and Sukkot—when all should go
to "see and be seen” before G-d
in the Holy Temple.




QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION

If I've been putting in the effort—praying, doing
mitzvot, living a good life—why does it sometimes

feel like I'm not getting what I deserve? How do I
make sense of that?
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4. However, there will be no needy among you, for
G-d will surely bless you in the Land that G-d is
giving you for an inheritance to possess.

5. However, if you hearken to the voice of G-d to be
careful to do all this commandment that | am
commanding you today.

6. For G-d has blessed you, as He spoke to you, and
you will lend to many nations, but you will not
borrow; and you will rule over many nations, but
they will not rule over you.

7. If there will be among you a needy person, from
one of your brothers in one of your cities, in your
Land G-d is giving you, do not harden your heart or
close your hand against your needy brother.
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8. Rather, you shall certainly open your hand to him,
and you shall lend him sufficiently for his needs,
which he is lacking.

9. Beware, lest there be in your heart an unfaithful
thought, saying, “The seventh year, the year of
release has approached,” and you will begrudge
your needy brother and not give him, and he will cry
out to G-d against you, and it will be a sin to you.

10. You shall surely give him, and your heart shall
not be grieved when you give to him, for because of
this thing G-d will bless you in all your work and in
all your endeavors.

11. For there will never cease to be needy within the
Land. Therefore, | command you, saying, “You shall
surely open your hand to your brother, to your poor
one, and to your needy one in your Land.”
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It's a positive commandment to give charity to the poor, according to what's
appropriate for the poor person if this is within the financial capacity of the donor, as
the verses state, "You shall certainly open your hand to him,” and “You shall support
him, a stranger and a resident, and they shall live with you” (Leviticus 25:35), and "And
your brother shall live with you" (Leviticus 25:36).

Anyone who sees a poor person asking and turns their eyes away and does not give
charity transgresses a negative commandment, as the verse states: “Do not harden your
heart or close your hand against your needy brother.”
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Just as a person’s merits and sins are weighed at the
time of his or her death, so, too, the sins of every
inhabitant of the world together with their merits are
weighed on the festival of Rosh Hashanah. ... The
average person'’s verdict remains tentative until Yom
Kippur. . ..

For these reasons, it is customary for all Jews to give
profusely to charity, perform many good deeds, and
be occupied with mitzvot from Rosh Hashanah until
Yom Kippur to a greater extent than during the
remainder of the year.

During these ten days, the custom is for everyone to
rise while it is still night and pray in the synagogues
with heartrending words of supplication until
daybreak.




QUESTION

If tzedakah is just as important all year,
why is it emphasized during the High
Holidays and why specifically tzedakah
rather than any other mitzvah?
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All year long, a person says “the holy G-d” in the third blessing of the Amidah and “the King
who loves tzedakah and justice” in the eleventh blessing—except during the ten days between
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, when one must say “the holy King” and "the King of
judgment.”

During these days, G-d reveals His kingship to judge the world. There is a difference between
“the King who loves tzedakah and justice” and “the King of judgment.” Throughout the year,
tzedakah is primary, and therefore it's mentioned before justice. But during these days,
judgment is primary.



High Holidays Year-Round

King of judgment King who loves justice

Sticking to the law Room for extrajudicial care

Why then do we increase tzedakah during
this time?
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6. If you sinned, what do you do to Him, and if your
transgressions are many, what do you do to Him?

7. If you are righteous, what do you give Him? Or what
does He take from your hand?




Human Relationships G-dly Relationship

Our relationship with G-d is not
glve-and-take.
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G-d is called "Ein Sof'—infinite. His greatness is beyond all measure, and no thought can
grasp Him at all—not His essence, not His will, and not His wisdom.

Nevertheless, our sages say: “Wherever you find the greatness of the Holy One, blessed
be He, there you find His humility.” G-d compressed His will and His wisdom into the 613
mitzvot of the Torah so that every soul within the human body can grasp them with the
mind and fulfill them, each according to its capacity, through action, speech, and
thought.




G-d is infinite. We are finite.

On our own, our deeds cannot affect Him.

G-d chooses to make Himself “touchable.”

By valuing what we do, He makes the impossible possible.
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We need an explanation: Where does this power
come from, that an awakening Above . .. depends
on an awakening below? How can a created being
have any relationship or relevance at all to arouse
supernal kindness from the Creator? There is no
comparison to Him, and no thought can grasp Him
whatsoever!

This is what the verse goes on to explain: “That You
swore to our fathers” (Deuteronomy 26:15). ... We
were granted power to draw down Divine influence
through doing mitzvot. . . . Meaning, G-d bound
Himself with an oath ... committing Himself, as it
were, to grant this power to those below,
something that a human being could never have
accessed on his or her own.
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The word mitzvah comes from tzavta—connection,
bonding. When a person performs a mitzvah, he or she
becomes connected with G-d, the One who commanded
that command.

This is the meaning of “the reward of a mitzvah is the
mitzvah itself” (Avot 4:2). The very fact that one becomes
connected with the essence of G-d Himself, the One Who
commanded the mitzvah—that itself is the reward.

This can be understood with a physical analogy. Imagine
the simplest of people, who pales in comparison before
the wisdom and stature of a great sage, a nullification so
complete that he has no sense of self-importance at all.
From the perspective of the sage, too, this simple person
does not even register as a peer in the category of
“equals.” Not because the sage rejects or degrades him—
G-d forbid, that would be a negative trait—but because
there is simply no point of comparison or relationship.
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But when the sage instructs this simple person to do
something for him, something new is created. Through
the command, the simple person gains existence—both
in his own eyes, as someone capable of fulfilling the
sage’s will, and in the eyes of the sage, as someone to
whom he speaks and gives instruction. That very
command unites the lofty, exalted sage with the simplest
of people. The analogy speaks for itself.

And in light of this, it's clear that there is no difference at
all in what the command is, whether something great and
elevated or small and simple.
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The Divine Spirit declares: Who has ever given to
Me first, that | should repay?

Who praised Me before | gave them a soul?
Who spoke in My name before | gave them a child?

Who made a parapet for Me before | gave them a
roof?

Who affixed a mezuzah for Me before | gave them
a house?

Who made a sukkah for Me before | gave them a
place?

Who took a lulav for Me before | gave them the
means?

Who put on tzitzit for Me before | gave them a
garment?
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Everything comes first from Me.










Tzedakah reminds us that our mitzvot matter only because G-d
gives them value, so we give to others and ask Him to judge us
with that same kindness.

7
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By increasing tzedakah, we emphasize . ..
that we know we can only gain favorable
judgment credit to G-d's righteousness.
That's why we give generously, so that
G-d will deal with us in the same way,
with tzedakah, measure for measure.

In other words, if we truly feel that
everything we receive from Above is an
unearned gift, that awareness can't stay
confined to prayers. It has to show up in
our actions. Even when we do things
meant to tip the scale of judgment in our
favor, we must do them with the clear
recognition that, from Heaven's side, any
positive outcome is beyond the letter of
the law.
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The Hebrew words in the Megillah for “a person to
their friend and gifts to the poor” (Esther 9:22)
form an acrostic spelling “Elul.”




ANSWER

Each opportunity to do a mitzvah is G-d’s gift to us.
Tzedakah is the lens through which all of our mitzvot
during this time of year hold weight.



a person—w"'/
to their friend—99"

Lere’ehu

and gifts—nynn

Umatanot

to the poor—asysan”

La’evyonim

h

Elul prepares us for the New Year. We increase our giving as
part of that preparation, as hinted in the name “Elul.”
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Some have the custom to add Selichot and supplications from the first day of
Elul onward. . .. Whoever increases requests for mercy gains merit.

The Ashkenazic custom is as follows: When Rosh Hashanah falls on Thursday
or Shabbat, we begin on the Sunday before, rising early in the morning to
recite Selichot. When Rosh Hashanah falls on Monday or Tuesday, we begin on
the Sunday of the week preceding the week in which Rosh Hashanah occurs.
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The Tur's wording is striking: “"Whoever increases
in asking for mercy gains merit.” At first glance,
that sounds self-contradictory. Asking for mercy
means admitting you have no merits, pleading
that G-d have compassion despite that. How does
that square with “gaining merit"?

The answer is that this is precisely how one merits
during these days. A person feels, deeply and
consistently, that he or she always needs to ask
G-d for mercy, that whatever they receive must
come as tzedakah, as an unearned gift. . . .

By living with that awareness, each person merits
to be written and sealed in the book of the
completely righteous, to the point that even
before Rosh Hashanah, we know we'll prevail in
judgment, for a good and sweet year, with
revealed goodness.
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To You, G-d, belongs tzedakah, and to us, shame. . ..
Not with claims of kindness, nor with deeds, do we
come before You. We stand like the poor and the
destitute, knocking at Your door.






KEY POINTS

1. We increase tzedakah during the High Holiday period.

2. Our actions carry no inherent value before G-d. That our mitzvot are
impactful to G-d is a kindness He chose to extend toward us.

3. In fact, the very stuff with which any mitzvah is performed is also
gifted to us by G-d.

4. As unworthy recipients of G-d's kindness, we increase our tzedakah
and kindness toward others during the High Holidays to invoke His
kindness toward us in like fashion.

5. As mere humans whose actions carry no weight before G-d, our added
tzedakah is designed to invoke G-d's kindness in lending our actions weight
and tipping the scales in our favor.
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